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Diagnostic Chart to a Level 
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Subtaxa - Distinguishing Different Forms 
Src: Sell & Murrell mostly; Stace 3, Tutin-Clapham 3. 


S. arvensis (Perennial/Corn) 


Photos e Seeds Smooth, 5 strong ribs per face (Pic). See also under Botanical Descriptions section. 
subsp. arvensis - Leaves darkish green, floral parts (sometimes also upper plant parts) glandular haired. Longest involucral bracts 14-20 mm. 
STD var. arvensis - Leaves broad, with c. 4 pairs short broad side lobes, and end lobe broad. 
var. maritimus - Leaves very narrow-straight, up to 6 pairs c. untoothed lobes. 
var. integrifolius - To 1 m, leaves fleshy, somewhat narrow, little if any lobing. 
subsp. uliginosus - Leaves paler green, floral parts hairless, involucral bracts 10-15 mm. Photos. 


S. asper (Spiny/Prickly) 

Photos e Seeds of ssp asper smooth (Pic) e Flowers may be much larger abroad 

subsp. asper - Annual, leaves mostly on the stem. Seeds with sparse spicules on margins and ribs. 

STD var. asper - stems to 1.2-2 m, leaves variable but well-lobed. Flowerheads many in an open arrangement. 
var. sabulosus - Stem to 50 cm, leaves much divided and very prickly, flowerheads few in a dense cluster. 
var. integrifolius = laevis = inermis - stems usually above 1 m, leaves unlobed but often fiddle-shaped; double-toothed (teeth have teeth). 
Flowerheads many, in an open arrangement. Photo Illus1 Illus2. 

subsp. glaucescens - Biennial, leaves often just a rosette (tallish on the continent), bluish-grey beneath (green or greyish above) and very spiny. 
Flowerheads forming an irregular dome at the end of stems and branches, up to 4-5 cm across (similar size to S. arvensis). Fruit with dense 
recurved, minute spicules on the ribs and margins. Photos Photo Photo Photo. See the end botanical descriptions for full details. 


S. oleraceus (Smooth) 

Photos e Seeds rugose, 3 strong ribs per face (Pic). 

STD var. oleraceus - Stem to 1.5 m, leaves rarely tinted reddish-purple, flowerheads numerous, arranged openly when mature. 
var. litoralis - Stems 10-50 cm, leaves often tinted reddish-purple, flowerheads few, as a dense cluster. 


S. oleraceus x S. asper (Hybrid) 


Rare hybrid, C & S En; leaf base ears as in S. asper but with one long pointed tooth; seeds do not or rarely mature. 

"Nyarady (1965) describes the hybrid Sonchus x clujensis, which resembles S. asper in its green, glossy, rigid leaves, the lower 
ones being thorny, and resembles S. oleraceus in its upper non-thorny leaves, with pointed auricles and completely 
verruculose achenes.” (cabi.org). 

"The achenes are small, white and abortive with wings and lacking transverse rugosity” (Sell & Murrell). 


S. tenerrimus (Slender) 
See the end botanical descriptions for full details. 


Maps (Britain & Ireland) 


Src BSBI Maps - see links above each for interactive maps. Non-yellow headers would likely be imperfectly recorded (the map can be used to show presence but not absence). 


S. asper (Spiny/Prickly) S. oleraceus (Smooth) S. arvensis (Perennial/Corn) 


S. palustris (Marsh) S. tenerrimus (Slender) S. oleraceus x asper (Hybrid) 


© Fainborah 


Glasgow 
United veo United pevcane 
‘Kingdom “291 emiken ‘Kingdom “= tr 
z JS inevant : 
Isle of Man Thal Isle of Man” 


WALES 


Waves’ =, ENGLAND © } 


Gudllisey i 
Jamey Jamey, 


S. asper var. integrifolius S. asper subsp. glaucescens S. arvensis subsp. uliginosus 5S. arvensis var. maritimus 


United pov-a- 7 United yea 
Kingdom “=r Kingdom “29/0 


United 


fale of Man 


Sie Dub aie Dubin Rac Dublin 
* Ireland * Ireland. * Ireland 
5 5 Birmingham 
rriidoe oan Combe 
WAI WALES ENGLAND, 
Pin 
Guernsey, Guernsey Guernsey. Guernsey 
sersey, Jersey, Jersey, Jersey 


Maps (World) 


Note that a species in other parts of the world may be represented by subspecies and forms not in Britain, which have their own maps. 
Src: Plants of the World (Kew) - click the linked name to view details and maps. 
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Descriptions from Old Books & Photos 
NOTE that being old descriptions there may be details that have been revised; however they provide a wealth of observations that might not 
otherwise be encountered. 


Perennial Sow-Thistle (S. arvensis) 


oe 


1919 Horwood, vol.2, p. 140, PDF p202 

Corn Sow-Thistle (Sonchus arvensis, L.) 

Though usually connected with corn-growing, and so modern, this plant can claim some antiquity, having been found in Lacustrine deposits of 
Neolithic age. To-day it is found in Arctic Europe, North Africa, Temperate Asia, and India. In North America it is an introduction. In Great Britain 
it is found in every part of the country except N. Ebudes, as far north as the Shetlands. In Northumberland it is found at 1000 ft. It occurs in 
Ireland and the Channel Islands. 

Common Sow-Thistle is a frequent cornfield plant, growing in numbers amid the ripening grain, and as it is one of those plants that are 
especially sensitive to light it turns its head to the sun, being heliotropic in this respect, as are the leaves and flowers of many other plants. This 
plant grows also on waste ground, and is essentially a follower of man and the plough. 

The root is milky, spreading, and difficult to dislodge. The stem is tall, simple, with radical leaves divided, with lobes enlarged upwards the 
lobes turned hack, heart-shaped at the base, the leaves being alternate, clasping, smooth, pale below, dark-green above. The edges are lined 
with prickles. Some leaves are linear-acute higher up. 

The flowers are yellow, borne on flower-stalks which are highly glandular, with black or brown hairs, and in a sort of umbel also like the leaf-like 
organs, which are unequal, keeled, very hairy, and glandular. The fruit is rough and transversely downy, not beaked. The pappus is stalkless, the 
hairs numerous. 

The plant is 1% ft. high. Flowers are to be seen in July and August. The plant is perennial. 

The flowers are as conspicuous as those of the Dandelion, and built upon much the same plan, attracting many insects, though hidden, or rather 
appearing just above the corn before it is ripe. The corolla is yellow, like that of most hermaphrodite florets in Compositae. Each floret is 
tubular, with a white tube, which is narrow and beset with hairs above, to preserve the honey at the base of the stigmas, and the limb is yellow, 
as long as the tube, with edges rolled from the back inwards. 

The stamens unite to form a cylinder, the two threadlike stigmas are bent inwards, and the style is hairy above, with slender lobes. Thus cross- 
pollination is rendered possible by the sweeping of the pollen out of the lube away from the stigma. The plant is visited by the Honey Bee, 


Bombus, Panurgus, Halictus, Nomada, Meqachile, Osmia, Syrphidae, Eristalis, Cheilosia. Conopidae, Sicus, Lepidoptera, Hesperia, Coleoptera, 
Curculionidae, Spermophagus cardui. Malacoder mata, Malachius. 

The many rows of silky papus or hair assist in the dispersal of the achenes by the wind. 

Corn Sow-Thistle is a sand plant, fond of sand soil or sandy loam, growing on the sandy portions of the Triassic and Liassic formations, &c. 

The fungi Puccinia sonchi, Colcosporium sonchi, Aecidium sonchi, Bremia lactucae all attack it. 

The three moths, Hecatera serena, July Chi (Polia chi), Shark (Cucullia umbratica), and two flies, Eusina sonchi, Tephritis tessellata, are found 
on it. 

The name Sonchus, of Theophrastus, is from the Greek name of the plant, sonchos, and said to be from the Greek soos, safe, and echein, to 
have, because it yields a health-giving juice. The second Latin name proclaims its preference for cultivated ground. 

The names Dindle, Gutweed, Hogweed, Rosemary, Swine Thistle, Tree Sow Thistle are also given to Corn Sow-Thistle, Gutweed is applied to it 
because of its long creeping roots, which wind about. 

In Russia they say the plant belongs to the Devil. Like the Evil Spirit in northern mythology it is spoken of sometimes as sowing weeds amongst 
the good seed, from whence has originated, it is said, the popular saying, "Sowing one's wild oats”. It was believed to reveal hidden treasure 
when appealed to, possibly because of its golden flowers and heliotropic property. Rabbits and hares are especially fond of it, hence their 
occurrence in cornfields. Goats, sheep, and pigs eat it. 

The young tender leaves are eaten as greens and as spinach. 

ESSENTIAL SPECIFIC CHARACTERS:- 

184. Sonchus arvensis, L. - Stem tall, simple, leaves runcinate, toothed, upper entire, long, flowerheads large, yellow, in corymb, peduncles and 
involucres glandular, hairy. 


1905 Anne Pratt, vol. 2, p134+ (PDF 222+) 

Those who stray into the harvest fields of August can hardly have failed to observe among the brown corn the large yellow, star-like blossoms of 
this handsome plant. Each flower is as large as a half-crown piece, and grows on a slender stem which overtops the wheat, and is sometimes 
even four feet high, adding much to the beauty of the field... This flower well deserves its name of arvensis, as it grows much on cultivated 
lands, but it is also found on field borders and other waste places, where it sometimes attains a great size. 


Smooth Sowthistle (S. oleraceus) 


a 


1905 Anne Pratt, vol. 2, p134+ (PDF 222+) 


3. Common Annual Sow-thistle (S. oleraceus). - 


Leaves undivided or pinnatifid, toothed, clasping, with two spreading arrow-shaped ears, lower ones stalked; stem branched; fruit ribbed 
lengthwise and wrinkled; heads of flowers somewhat umbellate; involucres smooth; root annual. This plant is well known to the cultivator of a 
garden, for it is a frequent intruder on his beds. It has bright glossy, often prickly leaves, their edges in one variety divided, in the other entire, 
and all, as well as the stem, so full of milky juice, that its name of Milk-thistle is not inappropriate. Many a ramble by field border and sunny 
bank does the schoolboy take to gather a basket of soft juicy "Milkies” for his rabbit; while the timid wild hare will creep through garden hedge, 
before its owner has waked up to the dawn, and will there take a breakfast on the Sow-thistle. Horses are not fond of the plant; but it is eaten 
by sheep and goats, and is so favourite a food with swine, that their preference is indicated not alone by our familiar name, but by that of some 
other European lands. The Germans call it Saudistel [sau=sow, distel=thistle], and also Hasenkohl [=rabbit cabbage]; the French term the plant 
Le Laiteron [lait = milk, eron maybe herb]; the Italians, Sonco [?sleep]; the Spaniards, Cerraja [?shut]; the Dutch, Haazenlatuw [=hare's lettuce]; 
and it is known by the Russian peasant as the Tschistotel. It is common not only in Europe, but in some parts of Africa; and Kalm says it grows 
wild near every farmhouse at the Cape of Good Hope, and is used by the people there in making salves. It has also become a very frequent plant 
in New Zealand, either this or the Corn species flourishing in abundance, with docks and poppies, among the fields of waving corn - little 
welcomed by the farmer who is intent on cultivating that fertile soil, though doubtless often, as Colonel Mundy says, reminding the traveller 
very pleasantly of "weedy, seedy Old England." Remarking on the luxuriant growth of several British weeds, as the docks and chickweeds, which 
adorn the roadsides, this author says: "I rather think Cook found the Sow-thistle here. At any rate, this humble weed is in New Zealand promoted 
to an esculent, the Maoris making of it a sort of salad." He adds that it is invaluable to the birds, especially to the parrot tribes, hundreds of 
which, “of beauteous dyes but odious accents,” he saw fluttering and feeding on its filmy tops. 

This Sow-thistle has similar properties to the succory and dandelion. Its leaves are much eaten by the peasantry of France and Germany, as 
salad, and are in many countries of Europe boiled for the table. It is said that, prepared in the way of spinach, they furnish a dish of vegetables 
superior to any green plant in common use. 


Spiny/Prickly Sowthistle (S. asper) 
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NB - Outside Britain S. asper can (based on my Antalya experience) take on appearances very different from British ones, with flower sizes 
reaching up to 4.5 cm across. 


Marsh Sowthistle (S. palustris) 
Web Photos 


Slender Sowthistle (S. tenerrimus) 


The main quality differentiating S. tenerrimus from S. oleraceus is that S. tenerrimus has very narrow stalks to the lobes and the end lobes are 
the same as the side lobes, which when the lobes are narrow makes for long linear segments to the leaf as seen in some of the photos; S. 
oleraceus generally has wide based lobes that diminish outward to their tip, and an enlarged end lobe. However when S. oleraceus has narrow 
lobes it's very difficult to separate from S. tenerrimus, and to a certain extent the great variety of S. oleraceus means it can have narrow based 
lobes anyway, perhaps reflecting its genetic origins, and maybe the best one can get at times is "tenerrimus-like”. The first row of pictures were 
taken from Antalya where S. tenerrimus is more common but even there the forms are quite difficult much of the time to separate from S. 
oleraceus. 


Illustrations 


Unrelated plants of similar form 


Botanical Descriptions (Selected) 


As it is hard to come by good descriptions of some of the taxa, here are a few, which | have utilised Google Translate to help compose. 


S. glaucescens Jord. = S. asper subsp. glaucescens 


e Photos Photo Photo Photo. 
The following is a combined description from various sources, with comparisons within to S. asper. 


LONGEVITY Biennial (S. asper annual) or annual. 

STEM erect, to 1.5 m, robust, little branched, glabrous or with ordt glandular branches as well as the peduncles. 

LEAVES somewhat glaucous/glaucescent, thick (S. asper thinner), very stiff, with sharply toothed spiny edges (thornier than S. asper which can 
lack spines), runcinate, + deeply pinnatifid, subpinnatipartite, or entire. 

BASAL (/LOWER) LEAVES oblong to obovate, entire or pinnatifid, attenuated in a petiole. Thick basal rosette with lower stratum desiccated at 
anthesis (S. asper mostly cauline leaves with basal reduced to a few generally green leaves at anthesis). 

CAULINE LEAVES amplexicaul with rounded auricles and posterior (postérieurs) edges not close together, ovate-lanceolate, entire or pinnatifid. 
LEAF SEGMENTS ovate-triangular or broadly lanceolate, edges with numerous, unequal, spinescent teeth. 

AURICLES wider with closer posterior edges than S. asper. 

PEDUNCLES hispid. 

BRACTS Pericline with lanceolate-linear leaflets, ordt hispid-glandulous at the edges and on the back. 

FLOWERHEADS to 4 to 5 cm when in full bloom (S. asper half this size), in umbelliform cymes. 

INVOLUCRE urceolate-campanulate, bracts hairless or with a few stiff bristles, often with glandular hairs, often pubescent when young. 
FLOWERS (florets) golden yellow, outer ones usually tinged purplish on back. 

FRUITS 2-3 mm, strongly compressed, obovate, pale, smooth, each face with 3 longitudinal streaks, smooth between ribs, widely margined 
(winged), ribs and margins with dense minute recurved teeth having very visible scabrous backwards (reflexed) cilia (S. asper fruits smooth 
without striations, less widely margined, cilia not so apparent with sparse spinules on margins and ribs). 

PAPPUS 7-9 mm, three times longer than the achene. 

POLLEN-GRAINS 30-35.5u (S. asper 35-42u). 

HABITAT maritime rocks (Turkey “Open woods, sandy places, cultivated fields, s.l.-1920 m’). 

FLOWERING TIME May June. 


var gracilis Albert 
LEAVES entire but finely denticulated, spiny on the edges. 


Sonchus giganticus 

STEM to 1.60 to 1.8 m; very robust stem, 16 to 22 mm wide in its middle. 
LEAVES very divided leaves with convoluted lamina, with spiny teeth, to 35 cm. 
INVOLUCRE with glandular hairs. 

FRUITS with edges bearing upturned cilia. 


S. tenerrimus 


The following is a combined description from various sources, with comparisons within to S. oleraceus. 


HEIGHT 20 to 40/80 cm. 


HABITAT fields, walls, rocks, disturbed sites and waste ground, often on ballast, almost exclusively in the Mediterranean; does not ascend the 
mountains, 0-200 m. 


LONGEVITY Annual or biennial, rarely perennial, with strong taproot 


STEMS/BRANCHES flowering stems erect or ascending, (very) branched often from the base with spreading diffuse branches, to simple. Stem 
bases soft to hard, herbaceous, hairless, often hollow (fistulous). 


LEAVES Mainly (except the very uppermost bracts) all deeply divided pinnately (subpinnatisect), + straight, obtuse to acute, 3-20 x 2-6 cm, 
constricted at the base (when not already linear) to petiolate; soft, hairless, tender green 


LEAF SEGMENTS (LOBES) opposite or almost; spreading or flexed; entire, toothed or themselves lobed; mostly substantially equal to each other 
including the terminal (S. oleraceus terminal much larger); very variable in shape, rhomboidal, oval, oblong, lanceolate (all constricted at 
bases) or + linear; usually < 5 mm at base (S. oleraceus > 5 mm where lobes apparent). 


AURICLES (basal ears to leaf) clasp the stem (amplexicaul) by two often-dilated acute sagittate lobes (auricles), ovate to lanceolate to linear. 
INVOLUCRE (cup base of the flowerhead) 10-12+ mm, hairless or tomentose, setose- to stipitate-glandular or not 
INFLORESCENCE a loose corymb of few flowers 


PEDUNCLES (stems to flowerheads) rather elongated, often with a little white hair at their upper or tomentose, setose- to stipitate-glandular or 
not, sometimes glabrous. 

FLOWERS (florets in a flowerhead) yellow, ligules longer than tubes (S. oleraceus equal), outer >= 2 mm when well-developed (S. oleraceus < 2 
mm) 


FRUITS (ACHENES) ripe are brown or grey/reddish-brown, oblong/oblanceoloid, almost cylindrical, unbordered, contracted at base abruptly (S. 
oleraceus gradually); 2.5-3.5 mm, 4 or 5 times longer than wide (excl. pappus), rugose, finely striate, ribs 1-3 on each face thin and smooth, 
slightly/barely wrinkled across between the ribs / faces transversely rugulose or tuberculate across and between ribs 


PAPPI (fruit's wind-hairs) 5-8 mm, twice the fruit. 2n = 14. 

FLOWERING (Mar) April to August 

DISTRIBUTION Mediterranean region of Europe; SW Asia; N Africa, Abyssinia. 
VARIETIES just the one. 


S. arvensis subsp. uliginosus 


1893 Flore de France 
TRANS (a) laevipes Koch... Peduncles not glandular; pericline with smooth or slightly hispid-glandulous leaflets. 
ORIG (a) laevipes Koch... Pédoncules non glanduleux; péricline a folioles lisses ou peu hispides-g'landuleuses. 


S. arvensis var. integrifolius 


1893 Flore de France 
TRANS (e) integrifolius Marss... - Like (d); but: entire leaves, denticulate; peduncles and pericline ordt hairy-glandulous, more rarely smooth. 
ORIG (e) integrifolius Marss... - Port de (d); mais: feuilles toutes entiéres, denticulées; pédoncules et péricline ordt poilus-glanduleux, plus rarement lisses. 


S. arvensis var. maritimus 


1893 Flore de France 
TRANS (d) marinus Nob... - Like S. maritimus; leaves elongate, lanceolate-linear, loosely runcinate, splay-lobed, lanceolate-acuminate, 
spreading or reflexed; blackish pericline, with smooth leaflets as well as the peduncles; capitula large, solitary or in groups of 2-3. 


ORIG (d) marinus Nob... - Port du S. maritimus; feuilles allongées, lancéolées-linéaires, lachement roncinées, a lobes écartés, lancéolés-acuminés, étalés ou réfléchis; 
péricline noiratre, a folioles lisses ainsi que les pédoncules; calathides grandes, solitaires ou par 2-3. 


S. arvensis var. (other) 
1893 Flore de France 


GOOGLE TRANSATION 


(b) riparius Magn... - Very robust plant, with habit of S. palustris: stem leaves long (25-35 cent. long), deeply racinate, with strongly ciliated- 
spinulous lobes and less rounded, subacute auricles; capitula large, numerous; peduncles + elongated. 


(c) decorus Nob.... - Leaves + close together in a rosette, as often occurs in S. maritimus, toothed or briefly raccoon, with short lobes, slightly 
apart, recurved; corymb + mulliflore; periline with leaflets + puberulous, smooth or sometimes provided with some glandular hairs as well as the 
peduncles ordt smooth. - Habit of S. maritimus, but achenes of S. arvensis. 


ORIGINAL FRENCH 


(b) riparius Magn... - Plante trés robuste, a port de S. palustris: feuilles caulinaires longues (25-35 cent. de long), profondément roncinées, a lobes fortement ciliés-spinuleux 
et a oreillettes moins arrondies, subaigués; calathides grandes, nombreuses; pédoncules + allongés. 


(c) decorus Nob.... - Feuilles + rapprochées en rosette, comme cela a souvent lieu dans le S. maritimus, dentées ou briévement roncinées, a lobes courts, peu écartés, 
recourbés; corymbe + mulliflore; péricline a folioles + pubérulentes, lisses ou parfois munies de quelques poils glanduleux ainsi que les pédoncules ordt lisses. - Port du S. 
maritimus, mais achaines du S. arvensis. 


Taxonomic Names 


Src: BSBI Maps/List 


Sonchus L. Sow-Thistle 

Sonchus arvensis L. Perennial Sow-thistle 

Sonchus arvensis subsp. arvensis 

Sonchus arvensis subsp. arvensis var. arvensis 

Sonchus arvensis subsp. arvensis var. integrifolius Bisch. 
Sonchus arvensis subsp. arvensis var. maritimus G.Mey. 
Sonchus arvensis subsp. uliginosus (M.Bieb.) Nyman 
Sonchus asper (L.) Hill Prickly Sow-thistle 


Sonchus asper subsp. 
Sonchus asper subsp. 
Sonchus asper subsp. 
Sonchus asper subsp. 
Sonchus asper subsp. 


asper 

asper var. asper 

asper var. integrifolius Lej. 

asper var. sabulosus P.D.Sell 

glaucescens (Jord.) Ball Prickly Sow-Thistle 


Sonchus bulbosus (L.) N.Kilian & Greuter Tuberous Hawk's-beard 


Sonchus maritimus L. 


Sonchus oleraceus L. Smooth Sow-thistle 
Sonchus oleraceus var. alba 

Sonchus oleraceus var. litoralis P.D.Sell 
Sonchus oleraceus var. oleraceus 

Sonchus oleraceus x asper 

Sonchus palustris L. Marsh Sow-thistle 
Sonchus tenerrimus L. Slender Sow-thistle 


For old Names and European maps use e.g. Euro+Med PlantBase 
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e More descriptions 
e Photos of more forms 


